Third trimester fetal demise occurring at time of delivery: correlation of autopsy findings and placental pathology with emphasis on antenatal central nervous system injury.
Third trimester fetal deaths occurring in the hospital at the time of delivery are unusual. We report an autopsy series of such cases with emphasis on neuropathological injury and other lesions predating delivery. We identified autopsies performed on third trimester fetuses documented to be alive shortly before delivery, but that expired during, or very close to, time of delivery, and we correlate autopsy and placental findings. Fetuses with major congenital anomalies were excluded. Ten cases were identified (6 term, 4 preterm). All were delivered by cesarean section and had attempted resuscitation. Established or recent brain injury was identified in 9 of 10 cases, including 3 with established neuronal damage and 1 with periventricular leukomalacia. Additional autopsy findings included thymic involution in eight (five mild; three severe), myocardial infarcts in two; intrathoracic petechiae in five, and ascites or pleural or pericardial effusions in six. Severe thymic involution and myocardial infarcts correlated with established brain injury. Placental lesions adaptive to decreased oxygenation (increased nucleated red blood cells or villous hypervascularity) were seen in five cases and correlated with established brain injury. Acute chorioamnionitis with funisitis was present in one, and chronic inflammatory placental lesions were present in six. These findings indicate brain injury predated the time period immediately before delivery in 9 of 10 fetuses, and in the fetuses with established brain injury the onset of acute illness was possibly >72 h before delivery.